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This study investigated generational differences and similarities in social capital, 
environmental attitudes and behaviours in an affluent Australian community, 
comparing the Civic Generation (60 years+) with the independent youth of 
today, the “Generation X-ers” (18-30 years). Interest in social capital, an 
indicator of community wellbeing succinctly defined as social connectedness, 
has grown exponentially as researchers link social capital with the success of 
environmental and sustainable initiatives. Environmental researchers, struggling 
to encourage individuals and communities to adopt environmentally sustainable 
behaviours, believe that by fostering social capital, people will be encouraged to 
act at a community level to preserve the natural environment. Unfortunately, 
social capital has steadily declined as the Civic Generation has been replaced 
by generations less involved in the community, creating communities of isolated 
residents. This study is the first to explicitly test these assumptions, comparing 
social capital, environmental attitudes and everyday water-usage reported by 
the youngest and oldest Australian citizens. Unexpectedly, Generation X-ers 
reported the highest level of social capital, with both generations displaying 
reasonably high levels of environmentally friendly attitudes and behaviours. The 
implications and limitations of these unexpected findings are discussed in detail, 
with the results suggesting that the resurgence of social capital in our research, 
led by the Generation X-ers, bodes well for both the natural environment and 
the community.  
 
 
Keywords: social capital; environmental attitudes and behaviours; generational 
differences; Australian community 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Acknowledgments 
The authors would like to acknowledge the Queensland Department of Public Works 
and the Gold Coast City Council for providing the funding that enabled this research to 
be conducted. 
 
 2
One of the most unfortunate features of modern life is the change in the nature of 
interactions within communities. In Bowling Alone, Putnam (2000) clearly identified a 
concerning trend of diminished interactions between people and their close neighbours, 
which he argues weakens social capital. Researchers believe replenishing and 
rebuilding strong “stocks” of social capital, a societal good succinctly defined as social 
connectedness, is imperative. Encouraging people to work together collaboratively for 
mutual benefit guarantees the wellbeing of people, communities and countries 
(Fukuyama, 1995; Putnam, 2000; Woolcock, 2001). The totality of social capital and 
how promoting active connections among people can reverse community decline is 
powerfully illustrated by the World Bank’s (1999) definition:    
Social capital refers to the institutions, relationships, and norms that 
 shape the quality and quantity of a society's social  interactions…social capital 
 is not just the sum of the institutions  which underpin a society – it is the glue 
 that holds them together.  
With research consistently reporting that communities with high “stocks” of social 
capital are better at engaging, communicating, cooperating, and problem-solving 
(Cohen & Prusak, 2001; Smith, 2001), social capital is increasingly viewed as an 
indicator of both community wellbeing and the community’s capacity to initiate and 
manage social change. In particular, local, state and national governments, struggling 
to encourage individuals and communities to adopt environmentally sustainable 
behaviours, believe that fostering social capital may be the answer. The hope is that 
building social capital will foster vibrant, sustainable and healthy communities, thereby 
facilitating community engagement and involvement.  
Unfortunately, engaging communities and fostering environmentally sustainable 
behaviours is complicated by the trend for people to be less and less involved in their 
local community. In fact, one of the most significant factors to emerge from Putnam’s 
(2000) analysis of the decline of social capital in America was the contribution of 
“generational change”. Community involvement and civic engagement has declined so 
significantly that Putnam commented “it is though the post-war generations were 
exposed to some anticivic X-ray that permanently and increasingly rendered them less 
likely to connect with the community” (p.255, 2000). Participation in politics, trade 
unions, community, professional and religious organisations, volunteering and informal 
socialising have all declined, as the Civic Generation has been replaced by generations 
that are not as involved in community affairs. In particular, Putnam (2000) argues that 
the current young “Generation X” are far less engaged in community life than the oldest 
generation, the “Civic Generation” born in the first third of the 20th century. The ultimate 
result of this reduced civic participation and community engagement is low “stocks” of 
social capital, and communities of good, but isolated, residents (Putnam, 2000, p. 19). 
Environmental researchers hope that by fostering social capital, people will be 
prompted to act at a community level to ensure the future of our shared and fragile 
planet (Lindstrom & Johnsson, 2003). Paradoxically, the twentieth century has seen the 
decline of social capital but the increase in environmental awareness (Hayes, 2001). A 
1992 Gallup Health of the Planet survey across 24 nations found that global issues are 
becoming individual responsibilities, reporting widespread citizen awareness and 
concern about the fragility of the natural environmental across all nations, rich and poor 
(Dunlap, 1994). Interestingly, however, in view of Putnam’s concerns, the younger 
generation are actually more likely to report greater environmental concerns than the 
older generation, with Australians aged 18-24 twice as likely to rate the environment as 
the most important social issue than people aged 55 years and over (Australian Bureau 
of Statistics, 1998). In fact, Tonn, Waidley and Petrich (2001) describe the younger 
generations, particularly Generation X, as being much more environmentally aware 
than the older generations and see them as forging a new era of environmentalism.  
 
One of the greatest environmental challenges facing Australians today is how best to 
use and conserve limited water supplies, and maintain harmony between humans and 
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nature (DEH, Department of Environment and Heritage, 2000). Per capita, Australia 
has the highest consumption of water in the world, with the behaviours of communities 
and individuals having a substantial and often negative impact on water conservation, 
particularly the protection of urban water resources (DEH, 2000). There is an 
increasing realisation that:  
the environmental issues caused by the increasingly large volumes of pollutants 
and stormwater being flushed down our drains, creeks and rivers, into 
recreational waterways and the sea, have forced us to acknowledge the 
detrimental impacts of conventional urbanization practices and the need for 
change (Barton, Pezzaniti & Argue, 2002, p.1). 
To date, there is limited awareness of how negatively stormwater affects our 
waterways, with local councils struggling to find ways to unite communities and 
encourage them to adopt environmentally friendly behaviours, such as water 
conservation (e.g., see Cotter & Hannan, 1999). Engaging communities to lessen the 
negative impact their behaviours have on the natural environment is the biggest 
challenge we face this century, both at a global and local level (Lindstrom & Johnsson, 
2003). Unfortunately, gaining community commitment is impeded by urbanisation, 
which has seen the demise of traditional neighbourhoods and the disappearance of 
social capital (Putnam, 2000).  
Given these challenges, the overarching purpose of this study was to determine 
whether and how two generations, Generation X and the Civic Generation, differed in 
social capital, environmental attitudes and behaviours. In particular, this research 
focused on everyday water-usage, as common household activities such as gardening 
and car-washing can have a surprisingly negative impact on the environment. For 
example, car washing has negative environmental effects, if people wash their cars in 
driveways and on the street, as polluted water washes directly down the stormwater 
system, straight into our waterways and oceans (Barton et al., 2002). Moreover, almost 
half of all urban water-use is for gardens, with the toxins in chemicals used for 
gardening polluting the stormwater runoff (ABS, 2000). The aim of this research was to 
determine if there are generational differences in social capital, environmental 
behaviours and attitudes, as researchers believe that “it is in the collective interest of 
society that most people adopt a pro-environmental lifestyle” (Lindstrom & Johnsson, p. 
51, 2003).   
Given the paucity of research explicitly investigating the role of generational differences 
in social capital and environmental beliefs, there were three key objectives guiding this 
study. The first objective was to increase our understanding of current levels of social 
capital in Australian communities. To date, there have been very few published peer-
reviewed quantitative studies measuring social capital, with only one here in Australia 
(Onyx & Bullen, 2000) and a surprisingly small number of overseas studies (e.g. see 
O’Brien, Burdsal & Molgaard, 2004). The second objective was to fully investigate how 
age differences might affect social capital, specifically whether there were generational 
differences between the Civic Generation and Generation X. In particular, we were 
interested in how contemporary youth compared to the older, “civic” generation in 
terms of being engaged citizens, measuring their attitudes and involvement with the 
local community, neighbourhood, family and friends. Although most research (e.g., 
Putnam, 2000) suggests the Civic Generation would be more involved, recent research 
has indicated a subtle shift. For example, in Sweden, Lindstrom (2004) recently found 
that although older people reported higher levels of generalised trust, younger people 
reported greater levels of social participation. The third and final objective was to 
determine whether there were generational differences in environmental attitudes and 
behaviours. Official Australian Census data shows that the number of Australians who 
report being concerned about environmental problems has decreased in the last 
decade, from 75% in 1992 to 62% in 2001 (ABS, 2003). However, 93% of 25-34 year 
olds placed a higher priority on environmental protection than any other age group 
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(ABS, 1998). Given such statistics, we predicted that the younger Generation X would 
report more environmentally friendly attitudes and behaviours than older adults.  
Method  
The sample was separated into two distinct groups to examine age-related differences 
in social capital and environmental attitudes, with this study focusing only on 
participants who were, at the time of the study, aged less than 30 or older than 60 
years old.  
 
Participants  
Participants were residents of the Highland Park catchment area on the Gold Coast 
who agreed to complete a door-to-door survey. Participants who were, at the time of 
the study, aged less than thirty (n=40) are termed Generation X-ers; those older than 
sixty (n=46) are termed the Civic Generation. The Generation X-ers, comprising of 22 
men and 18 women, ranged in age from 19 to 30 years, with an average age of 24 
years old. The Civic Generation, comprising of 20 men and 26 women, ranged in age 
from 60 to 82 years, with an average age of 69 years old.  
Measures 
Social Capital, conceptualised as the social connectedness of a community, was 
measured using Bullen and Onyx’s (1998) 60 item social capital scale, which IS 
comprised of eight distinct categories (Participation in Local Community, Proactivity in 
a Social Context, Feelings of Trust and Safety, Neighbourhood Connections, Family 
and Friends, Tolerance of Diversity, Value of Life and Work Connections). The mean 
score on each of the sub-scales is presented in the results section below, as well as, 
for comparison purposes only, the mean score of the five Australian communities in 
New South Wales from Bullen and Onyx’s (1998) original study.  
 
Community Responsibility was measured by asking participants whether, as a member 
of the local community, they felt some level of responsibility to address any of the 
following five local issues: Water or Environmental Conservation, Keeping the 
Neighbourhood Clean, Picking up Animal (pets) Waste or Reporting Faults (fallen 
power lines, broken seats in parks).  Responses were dichotomous (yes/no).  
Community Action was measured by asking participants whether their local community 
had taken action to address any of the following six issues in the last two years: 
Environmental Conservation, Shopping facilities, Public Transport, Home and 
Community Security, Services (child care, employment) or Water Conservation. 
Responses were dichotomous (yes/no).  
Environmental Awareness was measured by asking participants whether, in their 
personal view, any of these eight environmental issues were facing their suburb: 
Shortage of Water, Dumped Rubbish/Waste products, Dying Bush, Large areas of 
Cleared Land, Loss of Wildlife, Over-development, Overgrown creek’(s) and Water 
Pollution. Participants responded with a dichotomous yes or no. 
 
Environmental Responsibility, conceptualised as water usage for an area prone to 
droughts, was measured by asking participants about their car washing and gardening 
behaviours. In a dichotomous multiple response question, participants were asked 
whether they or other members of the household had a car and whether they washed 
their vehicle at home in the drive-way, at home on the lawn, at home on the street, or at 
a car wash facility. Participants with gardens were asked a series of dichotomous 
questions about their gardening activities, specifically whether they planted water 
efficient plants and minimised their lawn area. Participants were also asked to report 
whether, and how frequently, they performed the following four common gardening 
activities a year: mulched, fertilised, used weedkillers, pesticides or herbicides, and 
used a sprinkler system or hose to water the garden.  
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Procedure  
Each household received a brochure with a brief explanation of the project and 
nominating the three weekends interviewers would be distributing questionnaires in 
their street. A total of 375 questionnaires were distributed door-to-door to interested 
individuals, resulting in a 74% response rate, with 276 questionnaires returned. This 
article focuses specifically on two age cohorts from that data, residents younger than 
thirty years of age (n=40, 15% of all respondents) and residents older than sixty years 
of age (n=55, 20% of all respondents).   
Results  
SPSS software was utilised to calculate descriptive statistics for the key demographic 
data describing younger and older adults residing in Highland Park. Statistical 
analyses, chi-squares for categorical variables and t-tests for continuous variables, 
were then conducted to determine if social capital, environmental attitudes and 
behaviours differed as a function of age.   
 
Social Capital  
Following Bullen and Onyx (1998), eight distinct elements of social capital were 
identified by forming composite scores from the 36 social capital items in the survey. 
The mean social capital scores for the eight sub-scales for Highland Park are displayed 
in Table 1 below. For comparison purposes only, the mean social capital score of five 
communities in NSW (Overall), a community in inner Sydney (Ultimo/Pyrmont) and a 
rural NSW community considered high in social capital (West Wyalong) are also 
included.  
 
Table 1 below illustrates that, in many respects, residents of Highland Park are similar 
to the overall mean of five communities in NSW in terms of social capital within the 
community. There are some notable differences, however, as a function of generation. 
Compared to the Civic Generation, Generation X reported significantly higher levels of 
overall social capital, excluding t(93)=4.95,p<.000) and including the contribution of the 
work subscale t(93)=7.76,p<.000). Specifically, Generation X-ers scored higher on 
these social capital subscales:  Proactivity in a Social Context, t(93)=7.99,p<.000), 
Family and Friends, t(93)=3.75,p<.000), Tolerance, t(93)=2.33,p<.02), Value of Life 
t(93)=2.31,p<.02) and Work Connections t(93)=6.49,p<.000).  
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Table1: Mean QLD and NSW scores for the eight elements of social capital 
 “X”QLD Civic 
QLD 
Mean 
NSW 
Inner 
Sydney 
Rural 
NSW 
Participation in Local Community 
(7 questions, 28 highest possible score) 
11 10 13 12 16 
Proactivity in a Social Context 
(7 questions, 28 highest possible score) 
19 4 15 16 15 
Feelings of Trust & Safety 
(5 questions, 20 highest possible score) 
12 12 13 12 16 
Neighbourhood Connections 
(5 questions, 20 highest possible score) 
12 12 14 12 15 
Family & Friends 
(3 questions, 12 highest possible score) 
10 8 10 10 9 
Tolerance of Diversity 
(2 questions, 8 highest possible score) 
6 5 6 6 5 
Value of Life 
(2 questions, 8 highest possible score) 
6 5 6 6 6 
Work Connections 
(3 questions, 12 highest possible score) 
8 2 9 9 10 
OVERALL SOCIAL CAPITAL 76 52 82 80 88 
 
SOCIAL CAPITAL (incl. work) 84 54 99 95 104 
 
Environmental Issues and Community Action  
With the exception of over-development, which the Civic Generation were significantly 
more likely to rate as an issue than Generation X (76% vs.46%, x2(1)=7.23, p<.007), 
older residents and younger residents held similar views about what environmental 
issues they personally believed faced their community. Regardless of age, the majority 
of residents believed shortage of water (63% vs. 75%), loss of wildlife (64% vs. 72%) 
and water pollution (53% vs. 64%) were of concern, with less than half believing that 
dying bush (46% vs. 39%), cleared land (40% vs. 45%) overgrown creeks (44% vs. 
39%), or dumped rubbish (36% vs. 41%) were environmental issues currently facing 
their community.  
 
There were no significant generational differences in the degree of local community 
responsibility felt by residents. The majority reported feeling reasonably high levels of 
responsibility towards the natural environment, specifically water (89% vs. 92%) and 
environmental conservation (81% vs. 80%), as well as keeping their neighbourhood 
clean (86% vs. 79%). Across both age groups, half reported feeling some level of 
responsibility for picking up pet waste (59% vs. 42%) and reporting faults (61% vs. 
50%).   
Only one community action issue differed as a function of generation, with  the Civic 
Generation significantly more likely than Generation X-ers to agree that the local 
community had taken action recently to address Services, such as child care and 
employment (48% vs.23%, x2(1)=4.003, p<.045). Regardless of generation, most 
residents agreed that their local community had taken action to address Environmental 
(74% vs. 58%) and Water Conservation (85% vs. 91%) issues. Approximately half of all 
residents thought their community had taken action to address issues surrounding 
Shopping facilities (58% vs. 58%), Public Transport (50% vs. 34%), Home and 
Community Security (36% vs. 33%).  
 
Environmental Actions  
Most participants (94% vs. 98%) reported owning a car, and regardless of age, 
approximately half reported washing their vehicle at home in the drive (48% vs. 38%). 
The Civic Generation were more likely to wash their car at home on the lawn (67% vs. 
23%, x2(1)=13.22 p<.000) and less likely to take their car to a car wash than 
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Generation X (48% vs. 77%, x2(1)=5.9 p<.014). No one reported washing their car at 
home on the street. In part, these differences in car-washing locations are explainable 
by housing type. The Civic Generation was more likely to live in detached-houses (83% 
vs. 47%) than Generation X, half of whom lived in higher-density housing (53% vs. 
18%, x2(1)=10.63 p<.001) and could not wash their car on their lawn.  
 
Most participants (98% vs. 93%) reported having a garden, although maintaining an 
attractive garden was more important to the Civic Generation (4.20 vs. 3.74, 
t(86)=2.47, p=<.016), who spent significantly more hours gardening a week than 
Generation X (6.22 vs. 2.91, t(79)=2.90, p=<.005). There were no significant 
generational differences in whether residents minimised their lawn (46% vs. 39%), 
fertilised their garden (65% vs. 58%), used weedkillers (53% vs. 42%) or sprinklers 
(61% vs. 47%), although the Civic Generation were more likely than Generation X to 
report mulching (70% vs. 47%, x2(1)=4.26 p<.039) and planting water efficient plants 
(76% vs. 50%, x2(1)=6.17 p<.013). There were no significant generational differences 
in how frequently residents watered their gardens each week (2.10 vs. 1.93) nor how 
many times a year they mulched (1.44 vs. 2.53), fertilised (2.04 vs. 2.75) and used 
weedkillers (4.14 vs 2.31).  
 
 
 
Discussion  
 
 
The finding that social capital levels are highest among the youngest Australian 
citizens, Generation X, is both unexpected and promising. These results suggest that 
social capital is not lost, but rather may be emerging in a different and more 
individualistic form. Interestingly, both the Civic Generation and Generation X reported 
surprisingly similar concerns about the local natural environment. This study suggests 
that, despite the thirty plus years separating them, the Civic Generation and Generation 
X have much more in common than both they, and other researchers, would have 
predicted.  
 
Perhaps the most important finding concerns the direction of the social capital 
difference. As their name implies, researchers have long agreed that that the Civic 
Generation have been and continue to be the most actively involved in their local 
community, volunteering for projects and interacting frequently with neighbours. On the 
other hand, the individualistic Generation X are widely believed to eschew community 
involvement and civic responsibilities (Putnam, 2000). This research, however, 
suggests otherwise. Scores on a 36 item Australian measure of social capital (Onyx & 
Bullen, 2000) revealed that Generation X-ers scored the same or greater than the Civic 
Generation on all eight distinct elements of social capital. In fact, Generation X-ers 
scored significantly higher on three of the four subscales measuring the building blocks 
of social capital, specifically “Proactivity in a Social Context”, “Tolerance of Diversity” 
and “Value of Life”, and two of the four subscales measuring participation and 
connections, “Family and Friends” and “Work Connections”. It is important to note, 
however, that the later is not an appropriate comparison, given that over half the civic 
generation sample was of retirement age. Perhaps predictably, the largest specific 
difference between the two generations was on the social capital subscale that 
measured individual assertiveness, with Generation X-ers scoring extremely high on 
the measure of Proactivity in Social Context. What was not so predictable, however, 
was that Participation in the Local Community did not differ as a function of generation. 
These results, indicating that the young Generation X-ers report being as involved in 
community life as the older Civic Generation, imply that there may have been a 
resurgence of social capital in our society or that the Australian Generation X’ers differ 
from their US counterparts in this respect.  
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Of course, while these findings are promising, they cannot be automatically interpreted 
as signalling the revival of social capital. It is important to remember that this study 
purposely compares the current civic behaviours and community involvement of 
younger and older Australians. It could be argued that, over time, the Civic Generation 
has reduced their community involvement and participation. Potentially, instead of 
indicating that young people are more involved in and connected to their community, 
the generational differences in social capital reported in this study may simply reflect a 
decline in community involvement by the ageing Civic Generation. We believe that this 
explanation, although possible, is unlikely. Throughout their lifespan the Civic 
Generation has participated more in the community than successive generations, and it 
is likely that this involvement continues when they retire, still healthy and with even 
more free time to volunteer. Indeed, older people are typically so heavily involved in 
community and voluntary activities that Putnam (2000) has spoken of the “graying of 
civic America”, arguing that the “overrepresentation of the older generation in civic life 
reflects the free choice of different cohorts about how to spend their time” (p.256, 
Putnam, 2000).  
The current study implies that there has been a generational shift, indicting that the 
youngest generation is equally involved in the community, and actually report higher 
levels of social capital than the older generation, the Civic Generation. Our findings 
seem to support Putnam’s (2000) hope that “a new spirit of volunteerism is beginning 
to bubble up from the millennial generation” (p 133, 2000). Obviously, additional 
research on larger, more representative samples is needed before any definitive 
conclusions can be drawn. Nevertheless, the current findings imply that there may be a 
resurgence of social capital, community action and collective participation by 
Generation X-ers.  
Interestingly, there were few generational differences in environmental responsibility, 
with participants sharing a mutual concern for the local environment. Residents held 
surprisingly similar views about what environmental concerns they personally believed 
faced their community, all agreeing that shortage of water, loss of wildlife and water 
pollution were the most pressing issues. The sole disagreement between residents was 
that the older Civic Generation was more likely to rate over-development as an 
important environmental concern, which seems to reflect the differing expectations and 
experiences of what younger and older generations deem acceptable and normal for 
our built environment. Moreover, regardless of age, most residents reported feeling 
some degree of local community responsibility for the natural environment, particularly 
for water and environmental conservation and keeping their neighbourhood clean. This 
shared environmental concern across generations is somewhat unexpected, given that 
research indicates the younger generation places a higher value on the natural 
environment (ABS, 1998).  
 
In terms of daily behaviours, both generations generally behaved in an environmentally 
friendly manner. The Civic Generation were more likely than Generation X to report 
water-wise gardening behaviours such as mulching  and planting water efficient plants, 
primarily because they reported gardening for an average of six hours each week, 
compared to the three hours reported by the younger generation. Unfortunately, half of 
all participants reported washing their vehicle at home in the drive, a behaviour that can 
have a detrimental effect on the surrounding ecosystem (Barton et al., 2002). Given 
their environmentally friendly attitudes, however, it is likely both generations would 
adopt more environmentally friendly behaviours if they were aware of their actions had 
negative consequences for the environment. Overall, these results suggest that both 
generations were highly aware of environmental issues, share the same concerns 
about the environment and, in general, adopt environmentally friendly gardening and 
car-washing behaviours. With Tonn et al. (2001) suggesting that ”future younger 
generations will also become more environmentally conscious as they come to 
appreciate that they could probably live many years longer than any humans in history” 
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(p.866), the finding that both the youngest and oldest residents of one Australian 
community display environmentally friendly attitudes and behaviours is promising.  
 
Of course, as previous research has not explicitly compared social capital or 
environmental attitudes reported by two generations, our conclusions can only be 
tentative and much more research is needed. Despite these limitations, however, this 
study suggests that Generation X may be shaping up to be just as community 
orientated as the Civic Generation. Their high levels of social capital is reassuring, as 
Putnam (1999) has successfully argued that social capital indicates a community’s 
capacity and readiness to successfully handle change, determining the success or 
failure of environmental and sustainable initiatives. Generation X-ers high social 
capital, combined with their concern for the environment, bodes well for a sustainable 
future, where citizens are engaged and embrace environmentally friendly behaviours.  
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